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(57) Abstract: A system for separating fluids from a hydrocarbon well production fluid mixture at a subsca location has a centrifugal 
separator (16) for separating the mixture into gas and liquid. A hydrocyclone separator (32) then separates the liquid into oil and 
water and an oil-in- water sensor (38) detects the amount of oil in water leaving the separator. If the sensor (38) detects that the water 
contains more than the prescribed amount of oil, the water is recirculated through the hydrocarbon separator (32) for removal of 
further oil form water. The hydrocyclone separator (32) has a level interface sensor (66) and if this sensor detects that the oil/water 
interface is not within prescribed limits for optimum separation of the oil and water, the amount of oil removed from the separator 
is adjusted until the oil/water interface is within the prescribed limits. The sensors (38, 66) are connected to a control means (68) 
which controls electrically actuable control valves (42, 58) to cause the water to be recirculated to adjust the amount of oil removed 
from the hydrocarbon separator. The system also includes a gas slug detection device (14) upstream of the centrifugal separator (16) 
for sensing the presence of a gas slug in the production fluid. A liquid flow control valve (21) is adjusted by the control means (68) 
to ensure that the level of liquid in the centrifugal separator (16) does not fall below prescribed limits. 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR SEPARATING FLUIDS 



The present invention relates to the separation of fluids from a fluid 
mixture included in production fluid from a hydrocarbon well. 

Production fluid from a hydrocarbon well generally includes a mixture of 
oil, water and gas. If the well is under water and there is a requirement to 
5 separate the oil, gas and water from each other prior to conveying them to a 
host facility remote from the well, or other location it is necessary to install 
some kind of separation means close to the well for this purpose. Gravity 
separators (which rely on the different specific gravities of the fluids being 
separated) tend to be relatively large for a particular volumetric throughput of 

10 fluids. Other types of fluid separators, such as centrifugal separators and 
hydrocyclone separators, are relatively more compact for a given volumetric 
throughput of fluid but only function efficiently if the ratio of different fluids in the 
mixture they are separating lies within a particular relatively narrow range. 
Over the course of development of a particular hydrocarbon reservoir, the ratio 

15 of oil to water will vary considerably. As the reservoir becomes older, its 
natural pressure drops and it is customary to inject water and/or gas into the 
reservoir to boost its pressure. The consequence of this is that the water 
and/or gas content of the production fluid increases. Since it is a relatively 
expensive and time consuming activity to replace a separator installed on the 

20 sea bed for another designed to operate efficiently for a different range of oil to 
water and/or gas to oil ratios, and since these ratios may change rapidly and 
unexpectedly, the use of separators such as centrifugal separators and 
hydrocyclone separators in sea bed separation systems would not appear to be 
appropriate. 

25 Furthermore, the presence of gas slugs in the production fluid would 

also militate against the use of centrifugal and hydrocyclone separators since 
gas slugs would adversely affect their operation. For example a gas slug 
entering either a centrifugal or a hydrocyclone separator would be likely to alter 
the gas/liquid ratio therein to a value outside the range required for it to achieve 

3 o satisfactory performance. 
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An object of the invention is to overcome at least some of the problems 
referred to above. 

Thus, according to one aspect of the present invention there is provided 
a system for separating fluids from a hydrocarbon well production fluid mixture 
5 at a subsea location including fluid separation means, electrically actuable fluid 
flow control valve means and control means for controlling the control valve 
means to regulate the flow of fluids through the separation means. 

As a consequence of the speed at which electrically actuated control 
valves can operate, adjustment of fluid flow through the separating means can 
10 be rapidly adjusted when a slug of gas enters the system and/or when changes 
of the oil to water ratio in the production fluid occurs. Such a change may 
occur abruptly, possibly in connection with the arrival at the system of a gas 
slug in the production fluid, or gradually over a period of time for example as a 
consequence of changing reservoir characteristics during field life. 
15 The system may include a gas slug detection device for sensing the 

presence of a gas slug in the production fluid, and wherein the control means is 
arranged to adjust the control valve means in response to output from the gas 
slug detection device. 

Preferably, the separation means includes a centrifugal separator having 

2 0 a gas outlet and a liquid outlet. The control valve means preferably includes a 

flow control valve controlled by the control means to restrict flow through the 
liquid outlet when a gas slug enters the centrifugal separator in order to ensure 
that substantially no gas passes through the liquid outlet. 

Since the production fluid customarily includes oil and water, the 
25 separation means preferably includes a liquid separation means, which is 
preferably a hydrocyclone separator, having a first and second fluid outlet for 
first and second fluids respectively. The control valve means includes a flow 
control valve for controlling flow through the first fluid outlet and more 
preferably a separate flow control valve for controlling flow through each of the 

3 0 first and second fluid outlets. 

The or each flow control valve for controlling flows from the liquid 
separation means is preferably controlled in response to output from a sensor 
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which output is dependent on the amount of one or both of the fluids in the 
liquid separation means. The sensor may be adapted to sense an interface 
between the first and second fluids in the liquid separation means. 

One or both flow control valves may alternatively or in addition be 
5 controlled in response to a contamination sensor adapted to detect the 
contamination of one of the fluids by the other flowing through one of the 
outlets. In particular, the sensor may be adapted to sense the amount of oil in 
water flowing out of the liquid separation means. When such contamination is 
above a particular threshold, the contaminated fluid (e.g. water contaminated 

10 with oil) may be returned to the liquid separation means for further processing 
via water recirculation means. 

A pump may be situated between at least one said fluid outlet and its 
associated flow control valve for drawing one of the fluids through the 
respective outlet. Means may be provided for recirculating at least a portion of 

15 the fluid flowing out of one of the fluid outlets when its associated flow control 
valve is at least partially closed. 

The system may be incorporated in a retrievable module. The module 
may be of the general type forming part of the modular system designed by 
Alpha Thames Limited of Essex, United Kingdom, and referred to as 

20 AlphaPRIME and connected to a base structure by a multi-ported fluid 
connector for enabling isolation of the module from the base. 

According to another aspect of the present invention there is provided a 
method of separating fluids from a hydrocarbon well production fluid mixture at 
a subsea location including providing fluid separation means, electrically 

25 actuable fluid flow control valve means and control means for controlling the 
control valve means to regulate the flow of fluids through the separation means. 

The invention will now be described by way of example only with 
reference to the accompanying sole figure 1 which schematically shows a 
system in accordance with the present invention. 

30 The system is connected to a base structure 2 by means of a multi- 

ported fluid connector 4. Each pipe leading to or from the fluid connector 4 
includes an isolation valve 6. 
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A production fluid inlet pipe 8 is connected to receive fluid from a 
hydrocarbon well via a production fluid flowline 9. The production fluid will 
include oil, water, gas in solution and may include slugs of gas. The pipe 8 
routes the production fluid through a fail-safe valve 10, a pressure control valve 
5 12 and a slug detection device 14 into a compact centrifugal separator 16. The 
slug detection device may be of the type produced by Caltec Ltd of Cranfield, 
Bedfordshire, United Kingdom. 

The separator 16 has a gas outlet 18 leading into a gas outlet pipe 20 
and a liquid outlet 22 leading through a liquid flow control valve 21 into a liquid 

10 outlet pipe 24. The gas outlet pipe 20 is connected via one of the isolation 
valves 6 to the fluid connector 4 for connection to a gas pipeline 26 for 
conveying gas to a remote location. 

The fluid outlet pipe 24 routes fluid from the separator 16 through a first 
non-return valve 28 to an inlet 30 of a hydrocyclone separator 32. 

15 A water outlet 34 of the hydrocyclone 32 is connected to a water outlet 

pipe 36 which routes water through an oil-in-water sensor 38, a water pump 40, 
a water flow control valve 42 and one of the isolation valves 6 to the fluid 
connector 4 for connection to a water pipeline 44. The oil-in-water sensor 38 
may be a Jorin Vipa sensor produced by Jorin Ltd of Sandhurst, Berkshire, 

20 United Kingdom. 

A water recirculation pipe 46 leads from the water outlet pipe 36, from 
between the pump 40 and the water flow control valve 42, through a flow 
restrictor 48 and second non-return valve 50 to a point on the fluid outlet pipe 
24 downstream of the first non-return valve 28. 

25 An oil outlet 52 of the hydrocyclone 32 is connected to an oil outlet pipe 

54 which routes oil through an oil pump 56, an oil flow control valve 58 and one 
of the isolation valves 6 to the fluid connector 4 for connection to an oil pipeline 
60 for conveying oil to a remote location. An oil recirculation pipe 62 leads from 
the oil outlet pipe 54, from a point between the oil pump 56 and the oil flow 

30 control valve 58, through a flow restrictor 64 to a point on the oil outlet pipe 54 
upstream of the oil pump 56. 

The hydrocyclone 32 contains a level interface sensor 66 for detecting 
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whether the hydrocyclone contains the optimum amount of oil and water in 
order to function efficiently. 

A control means 68 is linked by signal and/or power connections 70 
(shown dotted and only some numbered) to the components as depicted in the 
5 figure and receives signals from the slug detection device 14, the oil-in-water 
sensor 38, the hydrocyclone level interface sensor 66 and other sensors 
indicating for example the positions of the flow control valves 21, 42 and 58. 
Rapid electrical control of the electrically actuated flow control valves 21 , 42 
and 58, the pumps 40 and 56, the failsafe valve 10 etc. is effected by the 
10 control means 68 via the connections 70. 

The operation of the system will now be described. 

Production fluid flowing into the system from the production fluid pipeline 
9 passes through the production fluid pipe 8, failsafe valve 10, pressure control 
valve 12 and gas slug detection device 14 into the centrifugal separator 16. 
1 5 Gas leaves the separator 16 via the gas outlet 18 and passes via the gas outlet 
pipe 20 to the gas pipeline 26. 

Fluid, comprising a mixture of oil and water, leaves the separator 16 via 
the fluid outlet 22 and passes through the liquid outlet pipe 24 via the liquid flow 
control valve 21 and the first non-return valve 28 to the inlet 30 of the 

2 0 hydrocyclone 32. 

Inside the hydrocyclone, the cyclonic flow of oil and water separates the 
oil from the water in a manner well known in the art. Oil leaves the 
hydrocyclone 32 through the oil outlet 52 and passes through the oil outlet pipe 
54 and via the oil pump 56 (in which its pressure is raised) and the oil flow 
25 control valve 58 to the oil pipeline 60. Water leaves the hydrocyclone 32 
through the water outlet 34 and passes through the water outlet pipe 36 and via 
the water pump 40 (in which its pressure is raised) and water flow control valve 
42 to the water pipeline 44. 

If a slug of gas enters the system from the production fluid pipeline 9, its 

3 0 presence is detected by the gas slug detection device 14 which sends an 

appropriate signal to the control means 68. The control means then effects 
rapid at least partial closure of the liquid flow control valve 21 to ensure that the 
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level of liquid in the separator does not fall below prescribed limits and that 
substantially no gas enters the liquid outlet pipe 24 from the separator 16. The 
extent to which the liquid flow control valve 21 is closed depends on the size of 
the gas slug detected. When normal flow from the production fluid pipeline 9 
5 resumes, the liquid flow control valve 21 will be returned to its initial state under 
the control of the control means 68. 

When a gas slug is dealt with as described above, the operation of the 
hydrocyclone will be effected as it will be when the ratio of oil to water in the 
production fluid varies. 

10 If the oil-in-water sensor 38 detects that water leaving the hydrocyclone 

contains more than the prescribed amount of oil, it sends a signal to the control 
means 68 which closes the water flow control valve 42 which diverts pumped 
water through the water recirculation pipe 46, the flow restrictor 48 and second 
non-return valve 50 to the inlet 30 of the hydrocyclone 32 for the removal of 

15 further oil. Once the oil-in-water sensor 38 detects that the oil content of water 
leaving the hydrocyclone is sufficiently low, the water flow control valve 42 will 
be opened again and flow through the water recirculation pipe 46 will cease. 

If the sensor 66 detects that the oil/water interface level in the 
hydrocyclone is not within prescribed limits for optimum separation, an 

2 0 appropriate signal is sent to the control means 68 which either adjusts the oil 
flow control valve 58 or the water flow control valve 42. For example, if it is 
necessary to increase the amount of oil in the hydrocyclone, the oil flow control 
valve 58 will be at least partially closed so that oil will be pumped via the oil 
recirculation pipe 62 and through the restrictor 64 back to the inlet of the pump, 

25 thus reducing or eliminating the amount of oil removed from the hydrocyclone 
until optimum amounts of oil and water are once more established in the 
hydrocyclone 32. 

The use of rapidly adjustable electrically actuated flow control valves in 
the system permits the use of components such as a centrifugal separator and 
30 a hydrocyclone separator to be employed for the treatment of production fluid 
containing gas slugs. Furthermore, the system can be used to treat production 
fluid with a relatively wide range of gas to oil ratios without the need to replace 
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CLAIMS: 

1 . A system for separating fluids from a hydrocarbon well production fluid 
mixture at a subsea location including fluid separation means (16,32), 

5 electrically actuable fluid flow control valve means (21,42,58) and control 
means (68) for controlling the control valve means (21,42,58) to regulate the 
flow of fluids through the separation means (32). 

2. A system as claimed in claim 1, including a gas slug detection device 
10 (14) for sensing the presence of a gas slug in the production fluid, and wherein 

the control means (68) is arranged to adjust the control valve means (21) in 
response to output from the gas slug detection device (14). 

3. A system as claimed in claim 1 or 2, wherein the separation means 
15 includes a centrifugal separator (16) having a gas outlet (18) and a liquid outlet 

(22). 

4. A system as claimed in claim 3, wherein the control valve means 
includes a flow control valve controlled by the control means (68) to restrict flow 

20 through the liquid outlet (22) when a gas slug enters the centrifugal separator 
(16) in order to ensure that substantially no gas passes through the liquid outlet 
(22). 

5. A system as claimed in any preceding claim, wherein the separation 
25 means (16,32) includes a liquid separation means (32) having a first and 

second fluid outlet (34,52) for first and second fluids respectively. 

6. A system as claimed in claim 5, wherein the control valve means 
includes a flow control valve (42) for controlling flow through the first fluid outlet 

3 0 (34). 
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7. A system as claimed in claim 5, wherein the control valve means 
includes a separate flow control valve (42,58) for controlling flow through each 
of the first and second fluid outlets (34,52). 

5 8. A system as claimed in claim 6 or 7, wherein the liquid separation 
means (32) includes a sensor (66) the output of which is dependent on the 
amount of one or both of the fluids in the liquid separation means (32), and the 
or each flow control valve (42,58) for controlling flow from the liquid separation 
means is controlled in response to output from the sensor (66). 

10 

9. A system as claimed in claim 8, wherein the sensor (66) is adapted to 
sense an interface between the first and second fluids in the liquid separation 
means (32). 

15 10. A system as claimed in any one of claims 6 to 9, including a 
contamination sensor (38) adapted to detect the contamination of one of the 
fluids by the other flowing through one of the fluid outlets (34,52), and one or 
both flow control valves (42,58) are controlled in response to the contamination 
sensor (34). 

20 

11. A system as claimed in claim 10, wherein the contamination sensor (38) 
is adapted to sense the amount of oil in water flowing out of the liquid 
separation means (32). 

2 5 12. A system as claimed in claim 11, including water recirculation means 
(46,62) for returning water to the liquid separation means (32) for further 
processing when the contamination sensor (38) senses the amount of oil in 
water to be above a particular threshold. 

30 13. A system as claimed in any one of claims 6 to 12, including means 
(46,62) for recirculating at least a portion of the fluid flowing out of one of the 
fluid outlets (34,52) when its associated flow control valve (42,58) is at least 
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partially closed. 

14. A system as claimed in any one of claims 6 to 13, wherein a pump 
(40,56) is situated between at least one said fluid outlet (34,52) and its 

5 associated flow control valve (42,58) for drawing one of the fluids through the 
respective outlet. 

15. A system as claimed in any one of claims 5 to 14, wherein the liquid 
separation means comprises a hydrocyclone separator (32). 

10 

16. A retrievable module including the system as claimed in any preceding 
claim. 

17. A method of separating fluids from a hydrocarbon well production fluid 
15 mixture at a subsea location including providing fluid separation means (16,32), 

electrically actuable fluid flow control valve means (42,58) and control means 
(68) for controlling the control valve means (21,42,58) to regulate the flow of 
fluids through the separation means (32). 



20 
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